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Last week we looked at the parable of Prudence and the wise and foolish bridesmaids, half of 

whom were stocked with enough oil to keep watch until the delayed bridegroom arrived. The other 

bridesmaids were caught short; not enough oil, poor planning, and they had to run out in the middle of 

the night because their mean sisters wouldn’t loan them any oil. When they finally got back to the 

wedding party the bridegroom harshly declared through the closed door of the catering hall that he did 

not know the late arrivals. “I do not know you,” he said. And there the parable ends with the warning to 

be watchful and prudent with your oil and your waiting. Not a bad parable for the latter part of Jesus’ 

ministry when he is trying to prepare the disciples for the bad times that lie ahead. 

From that same section of Matthew’s gospel in the 25th chapter, comes today’s parable of the 

talents. You know how it goes. The master is going on a trip, or a vacation, or for some reason will be 

away for a period of time, we know not how long, and he entrusts to his servants some money. To one he 

gives five talents, to another three, and to the last, one. And Matthew adds the explanatory phrase “to 

each according to their ability.”  

An ominous and suggestive expression, don’t you think? But realistic, I suppose. We can’t all 

dance well, some are better at numbers than others, some are more responsible, while at the same time 

some are less able, and the parable recognizes that.  

“To each according to their ability” the master entrusts some cash and takes his leave.  

There is a long delay… and when the master returns there is an accounting of the trust that he 

has placed in the servants. The $5 servant has made $5 more.  The $2 servant has made $2 more.  And 

both are praised for their trustworthiness and cleverness. “You have been faithful in a little, how much 

more so will you be entrusted with much!”  

But the $1 servant buried what he had in a cash box in the back yard and gave the master back 

the same dollar with which he had been entrusted. A decision which provokes a tongue lashing from the 

master that is really quite withering.  

You see the one talent servant who hid the money and did not invest it even for the pittance that 

the banks offer in interest on a savings account; that servant said that he knew that the master was a 

harsh man, reaping where he did not sow, and gathering where he did not scatter seed; so the servant was 

afraid, and went and hid the master’s money in the ground. And when the master returned he gave that 

same single dollar back, but nothing more. 

Now you may think this an odd passage to read on the Sunday before Thanksgiving. What does 

this parable have to do with giving thanks or being grateful?  

In a sense, it and the parable about the delayed bridegroom probably fit more with those Advent 

passages about watching and waiting and not knowing the hour when the clouds will roll in and you 

must give account of your life. They are parables that encourage us not to lose hope, but to stay alert, for 

you know not the day or the hour of the master’s return.  

There’s no question that this parable and the one about the bridesmaids has a kind of “gotcha” 

element to it that is unsettling. And all this just at the point when the plastic Christmas trees are showing 

up at CVS, and the Black Friday ads are readied for an early morning opening at Best Buy at the stroke 

of midnight on Friday. 
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Well forget trying to make the church calendar synch with the secular calendar. It just won’t 

work. But that doesn’t mean there isn’t something worthwhile to learn about God and about our 

relationship to God in this teaching of Jesus. 

Part of what we can learn has to do with the master and part has to do with the servants. You see 

the one talent servant who hides what the master gives him is a guy with a real negative slant on life… 

and on God. The God he pegs is a really mean God. Remember his words? “I knew that you were a 

harsh man, reaping where you did not sow, and gathering where you did not scatter seed; so I was afraid, 

and I went and hid your talent in the ground. Here you have what is yours.”  

The relationship is marked by mistrust and fear, not thanksgiving for an opportunity to do well. 

The one talent guy not only mistrusts himself but he projects that negative view on God as well. But who 

wants a God like that; in whom reliability is out the window, reaping where he does not sow, and 

gathering where he does not scatter? 

Contrast the perspective of the one talent servant with that of the five and two talent guys.  These 

are the creative sorts who are not ones to sit on their hands. Given an opportunity, they are willing to 

take a risk. They feel the responsibility of time on their hands. They will not sit idle. They are betting 

that there may just be a reward for those who make the most of their circumstances, so they double, in 

both cases, the investments that they have made. 

So far as I can tell, the only real difference between these three servants is what they do with the 

gifts that they are given.  They make something of the time they have. And maybe that is guided by their 

view of God. I’m not sure.  But you could reasonably argue that the two who make good on their 

investments imagine a God who means for them well, a God who is benevolent, gracious, positive, and 

kind versus the perspective of the one talent servant who tells us exactly what he thinks of the master, “I 

knew that you were harsh, reaping where you did not sow, and gathering where you did not scatter seed; 

so I was afraid...” 

Maybe the only real thing we learn about this parsimonious and small-minded servant is his own 

expectation of life and of God. He personifies the question of whether we live out of hope or live out of 

fear. And there’s no question that his view of things is of a God of whom he is fearful. 

I want to suggest, just for the fun of it, that this parable teaches us less about God than we learn 

about something altogether different. Suppose, just suppose that the parable teaches us about the time in 

which we are living. The parable describes an ominous gathering of the clouds. A time when things seem 

uncertain. When we do not know when the plug will be pulled, or who we can trust, and what is the 

truth? What to do with your talents, in a time of uncertainty? My read of it is that we live with ever 

increasing uncertainty these days. We are anxious, waiting for the other shoe to drop, and finding as 

Senator John McCain has said that the shoes are on a centipede and the next shoe to drop is not the last.  

Our city has become so expensive that real estate is out of control. And is there anyone we can 

trust? Day by day exposés of people in the film industry, in politics, in the most elite of boarding 

schools; nearly every field is linked to some kind of misconduct.  

As we head into this holiday season there is an unhappiness that is pervasive: people unhappy 

with their jobs, employers unhappy with their employees, fake news and cover-ups, congressional 

investigations, jittery nerves, a growing sense of frustration and helplessness, wars that go on and on. 

What do we really have to hope for in such an uncertain time? 

Maybe the answer comes embedded in Matthew’s apocalyptic vision of the return of the master 

to find out what the servants have been doing with the gifts with which they have been entrusted. 

Stanley Hauerwas writes that what Jesus is trying to instill in his disciples is a sense of 

endurance, in this parable and in the parable of the bridesmaids, and in the parable that follows, the 

judgment of the nations. Jesus is urging his disciples to not lose hope, because there will be justice. 
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There will be an accounting. Things will be made right.  And in a world where a lot is wrong, that’s 

good news. 

Hauerwas of Duke Divinity School helps us understand the difference between the engaged five 

and two talent servants who wait patiently, and the one talent servant who waits fearfully, “[This] is not 

just any kind of waiting. [says Hauerwas] this waiting of the five and two talent servants. 

[I]t is the waiting made possible by a hope made real. Jesus is that hope, and he instills the same 

hope in those who would follow him. Without patience, those filled with hope threaten to destroy that for 

which they hope. Without hope, the patient threaten to leave the world as they found it. Disciples of 

Jesus must learn how to take the time patiently to hope in a world that thinks it has no time for either 

hope or patience.”1 

Here's a puzzler for you: we never really (I mean really) find out whether the five and the two 

talent servants think any differently about the master than the one talent servant.  Whether in their mind 

maybe God really is “a harsh God, reaping where he does not sow, and gathering where he does not 

scatter seed.” 

The difference between the five, two and one talent servants is not clarified – with regard to their 

motivation. The comparison the master applies is with the outcome, the bottom line of the stewardship of 

what they have. 

Evidently Jesus (and perhaps Matthew who edits this parable) don’t really care what motivates 

the servants to do what they do. The important point is that they do something with what they have been 

given. Their performance is the sole criterion for the judgment rendered about them.  

My friend Rick Spalding, chaplain at Williams College reminds me that “in the Stephen 

Sondheim, George Furth musical, “Company,” a group of friends of an ambivalent listless urban man 

named Robert try to help him get unstuck from a fear of vulnerability that leaves him disconnected and 

alone; they’re all trying to coach him on “Being Alive.”  

In the midst of a climactic song (with that title, “Being Alive”) [sung] at their predictable annual 

surprise birthday party for him, one of his friends says, urgently, “Blow out the candles, Robert, and 

make a wish. Want something. Want something.” 

And Rick Spalding concludes, “To those in whom patience and hope are knotted up in fear and 

pinned by despair, Jesus says a great deal is at stake now. There have been better times, but this is the 

time that has been entrusted to [us] – and it is a time that asks of [us] to risk, and be patient, and take 

courage. …This is not a time to bury the treasure that you have been given. Do something. Do 

something.  The treasure of hope that you hold only grows when it is exposed – when it’s out where it 

can catch the light. Do not fear to risk it for the [enormity] of what must be done – or for truths that must 

now be told, or lies that must now be called out, or the work of love and justice that you must now serve 

– for what awaits you, if you endure, is not loss after all. What awaits you, if you endure, is – joy.”2 

So do something, do something that uses what you have been given, your sense of justice, your 

conviction of the goodness of humanity, the timeliness of building a peaceful world, the care and 

nurturing of one another’s soul. Do something that makes things better as you understand what is better. 

The Presbyterian Church nationally provides health insurance to its minister members. And over 

the last couple of years they have added a wellness program to urge us pastors to take better care of 

ourselves.  If you earn 1000 points during the year you get a 1% reduction on the costs of your annual 

medical deductible and if you earn 2000 points you get a $100 Amazon gift card! 

Points are earned for going to the gym, walking to work, staying away from the salt shaker, 

drinking fewer sugary drinks (my particular sin), and over the past year they have added another 

category or two that I really like.  
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One is called “Do someone a favor.” And if in one week you do someone a favor three times you 

get 25 points. I know 25 points is not a lot, but the needle doesn’t have to move in big increments as long 

as its moving in the right direction. 

People post online what they do when they do someone a favor, like carry groceries up the stairs 

for a person who lives in a walkup apartment. Or make a meal for someone just home from the hospital. 

Or take some flowers to a person who is in a nursing home and spend an hour talking with them. 

Another category for the pastors in the program is “The Gratitude Challenge”, just in time for 

Thanksgiving. In this category you can earn 75 points for three occasions when you remember to be 

grateful. And maybe that’s because it’s harder to be grateful than it is to do something nice for another 

person. 

People list things like “I’m grateful for my dog Kaiya,” and “I’m grateful that it’s Friday and I 

can get some needed rest,” and “I’m grateful when I wake up every morning.” 

These things are not much. Just little scratches on the wall, but I see why they are a part of a 

larger image of a world in which people do little things to take care of themselves and others, and by so 

doing invest well the gifts that have been entrusted to their care and use. 

By doing just that much, some act of gratitude or caring, the world becomes a more hopeful, 

welcoming, healing, peaceful place to be.  

The master in the parable did not leave the first servant 100,000 talents, or the second 50,000 

talents. It’s a parable about a God who rewards being a good steward of whatever it is that we are given, 

no matter how small. And like the points that are earned for being grateful or for doing someone a favor, 

it’s a parable that all of us can live in our own way and at our own level. 

So do something. Do something. Do not lose hope and do not give in to cynicism. Even if it’s 

only with the one talent you have, do something with it. And the world will be that much better because 

you are that much better. 
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